The Committee on Safety and Health at Work was small, and its report is authoritative and laced with that massive common sense which only Lord Robens can dispense. Anybody who has seen him or listened to him on television or radio, or met him in the flesh, will have been impressed by this power. The medical member of the committee was Sir Brian W. Windeyer, a medical statesman in his own right, with very special knowledge of the environmental effects of ionizing radiations, recently supplemented by those of lead in his investigations of the Avonmouth Smelter (1972) .
The report itself consists of approximately 80 000 words and the separate volume of selected written evidence 343 000 words. The Committee on Safety and Health at Work was appointed on 29 May 1970 'to review the provision made for the Safety and Health of persons in the course of their employment, other than transport workers, and to consider whether any changes are needed in the scope or nature of the major relevant enactments, or the nature and extent of voluntary action'. It was to consider, moreover, whether any future steps were required to safeguard members of the public from hazards which might arise from industrial or commercial activities and construction sites.
When a committee is set up, and particularly if it is an important committee like this one, it looks carefully at its terms of reference. Many committees are quite purposely kept to the straight and narrow because it seems inexpedient to let them stray in pastures which are too lush. Not, however, in this case, and the main thing to be noticed about these terms of reference is that they are broad. They cover the law, voluntary action, and damage to the public from things going on in industry.
Although there have been a number of committees which have studied segments of the subject, there has never, until Robens, been a comprehensive review by a single body. The report suggests that there should, as a first move, be an Enabling Act. It then goes on to outline all the various declarations of principles with their supporting instruments and regulations. One of the main reasons for the almost incredible delays up till now in altering the law is that there is round after round of consultation with every conceivably interested party. This point is underlined by the fact that the average interval between the first draft and the ultimate regulation has been five years, and in one case it was as much as 15 years. The report's comment upon this, in one of those short telling sentences with which it is peppered, reads 'This is manifestly absurd'. Moreover, it suggests reasonably enough that the best way to avoid this delay is to associate outside interests right from the start with the process of making regulations. No further law should be made if the situation can be met by a voluntary code of practice. One of the things to be aimed at here is the formation of a single legislative code, which should cover all employers and employees, except for specifically excluded groups such as transport workers.
The inspectorates, of which there are seven different classes, are next discussed. The word itself suggests large tough men with north country accents, wearing dark blue serge suits and strongly made black boots, and indeed a factory inspector in the mid-nineteenth century probably needed to be something like this. But the modern tendency is to turn the inspector into an adviser, who will be a generalist rather than a narrow specialist and who will work within a unified inspectorate; and who will, moreover, get away from the narrow conception of obedience to detailed statutory regulations. The recruitment board will need to emphasize technical qualifications rather more, as less than 60% of the present cadre are science or technical graduates. Their training will need to be wider than in the past and they will need to know more about management technology, industrial psychology, and ergonomics. Some of this training ought to be done outside the Civil Service in university departments. Suggestions are made for improving public safety in relation to fire precautions. Flammable and explosive substances, toxic substances, radiological protection, and noise all come in for comment. The important point is made that both accidents and noise can be lessened by attention to the design and manufacture of machinery.
Chapter 12 will be of the greatest interest to doctors who work in industry, as it deals with the future organization of occupational medicine. It asserts that the basis for environmental control must derive from the medical assessment of risk; occupational medicine is a multidisciplinary affair, and the best and most harmonious results are obtained when doctors and scientists work together in a team. It is pointed out that it is engineers, chemists, and others, rather than doctors, who have the expertise to change the working environment. One wonders whether it would not have been better to use the word authority here, rather than expertise, because doctors hardly ever sit upon boards of directors who have the authority to make changes, but engineers, chemists, physicists, lawyers, and accountants do.
Occupational medicine is defined as 'a specialist branch of preventive medicine, concerned with the diagnosis and assessment of health hazards and stresses at work'. This is too narrow a definition of the subject, because it omits the most important element, that of feeding a man back into a suitable job after he has had an illness, whether occupational or not. Doctors who do between the environmental change which caused the disease and the case appearing as a statistic. On the costs of accidents, the committee frankly finds itself unable to hazard more than an approximate estimate of £200-900 million a year. They have two main recommendations to make on the matter of compensation and prevention. The first is that the employer's contribution to the personal industrial injuries fund should be based upon past claims experience. This is an approach long used in the United States of America where it has shown itself to be effective. The second recommendation made is that there should be a review of the present system of common law actions for compensation of injuries received at work. This sentiment will be echoed by any doctor or department which is concerned with this subject.
The last short chapter of the report lays down a three-stage plan of action: first, the decision at political level to implement the report with authority given to a single minister; secondly, the passage of an enabling bill establishing a national authority for health and safety and defining its powers and functions; and, thirdly, the slogging match of working through the problems towards their solution. The report then ends with a number of tables and appendices which support this main thesis.
Written evidence
The second volume of the report makes interesting reading in both a positive and a negative way. For example in discussing in detail the particular hazards of sewer workers it omits to mention the hazard of spirochaetosis, although it cites a large number of other diseases. There is almost a Dickensian flavour in the section which deals with factories 'where no mechanical power is used'. Coming to the evidence from the chemical industry, it is clearly stated that the provision of a health service must be closely related to the degree of hazard. It might perhaps have been better to have said the potential degree of hazard, because in the chemical industry, it so infrequently happens that the more dangerous a substance is to handle, the safer it is in fact handled; e.g., hydrogen cyanide illustrates this principle. The point is made that health hazards in new processes should be identified before plant construction begins, and that medical and other safety advice needs to be fed in at the design stage.
The insurance industry thinks that there is no evidence to show that industrial injuries benefit affects a worker's attitude towards safe work, but we must remember that the mouth-watering expectation of a fat claims settlement from a common law action almost certainly does.
The British Medical Association in its evidence does not consider that much argument is required about the need for expansion of occupational health services, and they assert that 10 times as much time is lost by industrial injury as by strikes and a hundred times as much by ordinary diseases. They state that by far the greater number of doctors working in the field of occupational health are employed by private services, probably by a factor of something like at least five or six times. This very great difference in size between the statutory and the voluntary services will still be great even when the EMAS is fully established. An externally organized service would either have to absorb the existing private service or attend only to industries which have no service. The possibility of a side by side situation, in which an externally organized statutory service existed as well as a private service, has not been brought out in their evidence. The British Medical Association seems to react coldly to the establishment of the EMAS. However, they subscribe to the now increasingly liberal opinion that there is no justification for having higher insurance benefits for injuries merely because they are industrial.
The British Occupational Hygiene Society in its evidence advocates the relentless application of the threshold limit value to each process where there is a potentially toxic hazard, and they point to the importance of their examining board, which offers the only professional qualification in occupational hygiene, based upon a blend of academic attainment and practical experience.
On the matter of safety, the British Safety Council recommends the provision of a skilled safety service. The competition between cost and safety is well brought out by the evidence of the building research station that most contractors would willingly risk the collapse of a trench rather than carry out and pay for the necessary strutting.
The Confederation of British Industry (CBI) submits a shrewdly powerful document, which has clearly very considerably influenced the committee. 
